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Abstract 
Writing a synthesis in a foreign language is a very complex exercise. It is a reduction of several texts which treat the same subject 
and however, may be of various types. Writing a synthesis means confronting and blending together elements from multiple 
sources, which involve several mental operations: analysis, comparison, judgement. This work aims to present the advantages 
this exercise has in the professional development of future translators, as well as the methods they are taught to use in order to 
obtain a good synthesis. Studying how to write a synthesis is very profitable as it improves the students’ qualities of thinking and 
expression.  
Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Servet Bayram 
© 2013 The Authors Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved 
Keywords:Synthesis, abstract, translator, analysis; 
1. Introduction: The text synthesis - a very complex and profitable exercise 
The text synthesis is a contraction of several texts dealing with the same subject, but which can be of different 
nature. We agree with Baril, D. & Guillet, J. (1992:129, our translation) that a better denomination would be a 
“synthesis of texts and documents”, as statistical tables, diagrams, charts, designs can be added to the text. The 
synthesis of several texts on the same subject is a more complex activity than the abstract of a single text. It implies 
to confront and blend together elements from multiple sources, involving several mental operations: analysis, 
comparison, judgment, etc. The synthesis requires discipline and quick intelligence, revealing qualities of its 
author’s thinking and expression. 
Knowing how to write a good text synthesis is very important in our era as the quantity of information in each 
domain is huge and as we may find ourselves in the situation of analyzing, comparing different texts which deal 
with the same subject and drafting a synthesis, which must contain essential elements.  
Why is it important to know how to synthesize? The most successful research paper is one that uses many 
sources to support an original thesis. This requires more than simply summarizing passages of the source material; it 
means drawing connections between the sources, and using these connections to relate the different passages in a 
way that sheds new light on the material and transforms it.  
Recognizing the connections between source texts is imperative in the professional development of a student who 
will work with texts, will have to analyze, compare, contrast, contract and translate them.  
The rules concerning the writing of a good abstract are applicable when writing a text synthesis, but work on the 
text in the second case is even more important as it allows highlighting the major units of meaning and also 
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understanding clearer the mass of the materials supplied. The difference between writing an abstract and a synthesis 
concerns mainly the plan of the target text. It is no longer possible to recover the structure of the original text as 
there are several texts or documents of departure. This part of work is much more alike the text analysis. The author 
must identify the main problems and mention the responses that are given to them. The main question to answer 
when teaching how to write a good synthesis is “how to acquire the ability to quickly perceive the structure of the 
texts and documents, to identify the main idea and the issue?” The answer is simple: first, by practising many 
abstracts, then performing the synthesis. In addition, you must have a good command of the French language and a 
solid general culture.  
 
2. Why should future translators be taught to write a good text synthesis? 
 
This exercise is very useful for future translators, as they may have to translate a short form of the source text, or 
to write a synthesis on a certain subject in the target language. But what we consider even more important is the fact 
that this exercise develops certain abilities, which are absolutely necessary for apprentice translators. Jean Deslile 
(2010: 20, our translation), speaking about teaching translation, explains that its object is mainly for students to 
develop “a double general competence and four basic skills to be practised at three levels”. The double competence 
includes, according to this author, the understanding of a source text and the re-expressing of its meaning in the 
target language, a competence which we have to develop during the first year writing seminar in French. That’s why 
it is advisable for first year students in translation to study the techniques of writing first a good abstract and then a 
good synthesis. It is mostly helpful for those who are supposed to translate pragmatic texts, which according to Jean 
Deslile (1984: 22, our translation) “convey information without emphasising aesthetic aspects”. The translation of 
literary or specialized texts raises other problems, which are not treated in this paper. 
Speaking about the importance of knowing how to write a good text synthesis, we must mention the fact that it 
has become part of many written exams in France: Bachelor’s Degree, Professional exams, and admission exams at 
higher education institutes. Unfortunately Romanian first year students are not familiar with the rules of writing a 
good synthesis, the teacher being in the position of correcting their bad habits and teaching them techniques of 
writing a good synthesis.   
3. What should students know about writing a good synthesis? 
In order to be able to write a good synthesis, students must go through several steps. In what follows we will 
present these steps, the way we present them to our students, apprentice translators, in order to develop their abilities 
to use them.  
3.1. Getting to know the source texts 
  They must start with a rapid exploration of the source texts. By this first reading we aim to:                                         
• identify the subject: “What is it about?”, “Which is the main issue?”, “ Which are the main differences 
between the source texts?” 
• classify the documents according to various criteria: order of publication, views expressed, etc. 
• recognize the author’s intention: “Does he want to inform?”, “Does he want to render somebody’s opinion?”, 
“Does he want to persuade?”, “Does he intervene in a controversy?” 
If we can answer these questions, we facilitate our further work, placing the texts in relation to each other and 




3.2. Analyzing the source texts 
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The students are asked to study successively the source texts. During this study, they have to establish the plan of 
the texts, the main ideas, the relation between these ideas, the connectors used by the author.  The students are 
supposed to extract the essential of the texts, without copying entire fragments. This analysis is a kind of text 
contraction, but it is different from the abstract in two main points (Cohen-Vida, M. 2002:75, our translation): 
• the reduction is made at the third person, no matter if the source texts are written at the first or the third 
person. It is no longer the author who speaks, but a third person who reports what others have said; 
• the author of the analysis doesn’t have to follow the order of the source text, the synthesis doesn’t have 
to  render  the “movement” of the original texts. The author of the synthesis reports freely the content of 
the source texts. This analysis is more synthetical than the one made when an abstract is written, as its 
author doesn’t introduce any personal elements or stylistic comments, but he/she may underline the way 
in which the authors of the departure texts organise their arguments. 
This analysis is very important for the next step which is the comparison and contrast of the source texts. Without 
this analysis the comparison and contrast would be based on subjective, superficial impressions. 
3.3. Comparing and contrasting the source texts 
“In most academic subjects and in life generally, we often need to compare and contrast things. Similarities and 
differences are often noted when classifying. The language of comparison and contrast is frequently needed when 
studying tables and other statistical information.” (Jordan, R. 1980: 47). Some resemblances and differences 
between the source texts are already evident, but it is necessary to use in this step a systematic way of grouping 
them. In order to do this, we teach our students “to find out which is the most complete text and to start comparing 
and contrasting the other texts to this one” (Cohen-Vida, M. 2002: 75, our translation). The ideas are grouped in 
three categories: 
• identical or related ideas; 
• opposed ideas 
• ideas which can be found only in one text either because it is more complete or because it treats the 
problem from a different perspective. 
In order to have an overview of the texts and not to omit any of the ideas, we adopt the table of Denis Baril and 
Jean Guillet (1992:93, our translation), in which the identical and related ideas, as well as the opposed ones are 
included. The table below may be the result of such a work of comparing and contrasting source texts. 
Table 1. Comparing and contrasting the source texts 
 
1st document 2nd document 3rd document Personal remarks  
idea A idea A   
idea B  idea B  
idea C idea C   
 idea D Opposed idea to 
D 
 
 idea E   
  idea F  
favourable favourable unfavourable  
position position position  
Such a table highlights the convergent and divergent ideas as well as each author’s ideas. After having this 
inventory of ideas, it is absolutely necessary to go back to the analysis of the texts and to refine it.  
3.4. Judging  the source texts 
After having analysed each source text and having compared and contrasted all of them, students are able to 
appreciate the interest of each text for the synthesis. One text may provide just a partial point of view, another one a 
more general perspective. Thus the importance of each text becomes obvious and the synthesis will take into 
consideration this fact using less a long text which doesn’t bring new ideas then a short one which is rich in ideas. 
The synthesis requires more than the abstract its author’s reasoning. He/she may appreciate the texts from a 
technical point of view: “The first text is based on a rich documentation”, “The second text is more didactic”, “The 
first two documents express similar ideas, whereas the third one has an opposed position.                                                   
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The author of the synthesis cannot restrain himself/herself to an objective statement of the technical 
characteristics of the texts, he/she may formulate his/her point of view on the subject. It is possible to do this only 
after having presented the texts, paying attention to avoid combining personal opinions with the authors’ ones. 
3.5. Planning the synthesis 
If the plan of an abstract is the plan of the source text, students must know that they have to develop the synthesis 
plan, which is already suggested by the analysis of the texts. Having studied at the beginning of the written 
expression seminar the main types of plan, the students will be able to choose the best one for their synthesis. The 
most common types of plans used in a synthesis are the following: 
• The plan by category 
The pieces of information are organised according to different categories or main ideas revealed by the 
analysis of the texts; 
• The plan based on reasoning  
We can present the situation and the causes or the situation and the consequences or the situation, the 
causes and the consequences. This type of plan is often used, as “in academic writing events or actions 
are frequently linked with their cause and effect.” (Jordan, R. 1980: 47). ; 
• The plan by “imbrications” 
If the source texts are not equal from the point of view of their length and value, the synthesis may have 
the plan of the most complete document and the ideas from the other ones will be included in the right 
places; 
• The logical plan  
The synthesis may have the plan based on the classifications established in the step of comparing and 
contrasting the source texts, so there will be identical/similar ideas, opposed ideas and complementary 
ideas. However, we advise students to be cautious when using this type of plan, because these categories 
are relative and there is a danger of distorting the authors’ way of thinking, by exaggerating, for 
example, an opposition;  
• The plan based on the successive analysis of the source texts  
If the ideas from the source texts are mainly complementary ones, this type of plan is acceptable. 
Otherwise using abusively this type of plan would be a sign of intellectual laziness, as simply replacing 
two/three complete texts by two/three contracted ones doesn’t mean writing a synthesis. 
The introduction and the conclusion of the synthesis are very important. The introduction has to fulfil three 
functions: 
•  to present the source texts (subject, collected documents, source of the texts); 
•  to give the general sense of the debate (opposition, complementarities, etc.); 
•  to announce the plan of the synthesis (if it is a long one). 
The conclusion contains the personal opinions of the author of the synthesis, either on the content or the style of 
the source texts. 
3.6. Writing the synthesis 
The synthesis, as the summary, is a text written continuously with complete sentences (not a form) and having a 
concise style (it does not neglect what is important but it does not enter in details). It highlights the texts in relation 
to each other 
If all the texts are informative, the synthesis can combine the facts and the ideas, without mentioning the source 
of every fact or every idea. In the introduction, we can characterise the different documents, while the conclusion 
will contain our personal remarks. 
If all the texts are persuasive (that is they are argumentative and sustain different points of view), it should be 
noted which text/ texts that idea comes from. 
The synthesis must be written in an objective style. The "I" is to be avoided unless we formulate, in the 
conclusion, our  personal opinion regarding the subject. Concerning the terms borrowed from the texts, we reduce 
them to technical terms or to some phrases in quotation marks. 
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4. Conclusion 
The synthesis writing is an exercise of intelligence, and so is the translation. In order to write a good synthesis, 
the text must be “rethought” and “reformulated” and new connections must be established. It implies an intra-
language reformulation, while the translation implies a reformulation in the target language. 
The synthesis is the creation of the one who writes it: he/she takes ideas from the source texts, but contracts and 
combines them in a new way, with new means of expression.  More than an abstract, it requires an intense effort of 
writing. 
A good synthesis is obtained only after having practised a lot. The need of training is fundamental in order to 
acquire the ability to react properly when faced to a certain number of source texts dealing with the same subject. 
The work is comparable to that of translators, but also to that of musicians, dancers or athletes, who can give an 
impression of ease, only after having practised for long hours. 
Writing a good synthesis requires a good proficiency in French and a minimum of general knowledge. The 
language proficiency is necessary in order to understand the original text and to avoid very serious mistakes of 
misunderstanding and misinterpreting when reformulating the ideas from the source texts (such mistakes may 
appear during the translation process, as well).  
The student’s general knowledge is very important when writing a synthesis, as it is difficult to make a good text 
synthesis when ignoring the subject matter. Experience shows that one does a good synthesis on a question that 
he/she knows well. Documentation is very important when writing a synthesis, as well as when translating a text. 
In conclusion, we would emphasize the fact that by learning to write a good synthesis, students will know how to 
analyse and combine ideas from the source texts, by using consistent, organized and well articulated paragraphs. 
This will impose on them a certain intellectual discipline, which is very important for a translator as well. 
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